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Abstract 

Appropriate course enrollment maximums are an essential aspect of guaranteeing the quality 
of instructional programs.  Crafton Hills College must consider many factors in establishing 
these enrollment limits, including legal codes, student and instructor safety, instructor 
workload, and the fiscal viability of the institution.  However, the primary basis of any 
determination regarding enrollment maximums should be the pedagogical factors that 
influence the success of the students in the course.  Many different college constituencies 
have roles to play in establishing appropriate enrollment limits, including discipline faculty, 
curriculum committees, academic senates, bargaining units, and administration.  This paper 
outlines the proper roles for each of these constituencies and offers suggestions for 
establishing clear processes through which decisions regarding enrollment maximums may 
be made. 
 

I. Introduction 
 
Learning occurs in many places on a college campus but is most commonly initiated and 
facilitated in one place more than any other:  the classroom, where teachers and students 
interact as instruction takes place.  Even if the classroom is virtual, the learning environment 
begins when relationships among all participants begin to form.  For this reason, student 
achievement and success often hinge on the appropriate ratio of students to teacher  
(National Council of Teachers of English {NCTE], 1999).  While a low ratio may be considered 
ideal in many disciplines, in most cases the realities of public education prohibit such 
idealized instruction, so instead colleges must seek to determine the most effective and 
efficient ratio given these constraints.  This paper examines factors that contribute to the 
determination of the ratio, the competing interests in setting it, and the appropriate roles of 
various college constituencies in reaching decisions regarding enrollment maximums. 
  
Other industries and professions also deal with establishing the most effective ratio for 
optimal service.  For example, nurses have a ratio established for patient health, doctors and 
dentists often say that they are no longer accepting new patients, and child care providers 
may be licensed to care for a certain number of children.  All of these service providers may 
wish to push the ratio higher because they love patients or children, want to increase 
revenue, or because they want to deliver their messages of health and well-being to more 
individuals.  However, in all cases, the ratios have been established for the well-being of both 
the care recipients and in some cases the care givers, and society supports such limitations for 
both selfish and collective gain.  Faculty are no different in that the most effective ratio for 
students to teacher must be established based on the well-being of the recipient – the student 
– and there will always be economic, altruistic, or other reasons to consider increasing or 
decreasing the ratio. 
  
From the faculty perspective, there are many significant reasons to establish and maintain the 
ideal size for a class.  Many of these reasons involve the amount of time and attention that a 
faculty member can and should dedicate to each individual student in order to facilitate the 
most effective learning. Instructors need to know their students and guide the experiences 



 

that an individual student has in the class.  In practical terms, the number of ten-page 
research papers that can be graded with care and with useful feedback during a term is 
limited, as is the number of speeches or student research projects that can be presented 
during class time, for example. Additionally, if students are required to participate in class 
discussions or small group work for part of their grade, then faculty must find a way to allow 
all students to contribute regularly and effectively. Through participation students contribute 
to their own learning as well as that of their peers, and thus students need these interactions 
to complement their own learning as well as contribute to the synergy in the class. The size of 
the class affects this learning environment, and therefore establishing the optimum ratio of 
students to teacher is essential to the success of the students as well as the teacher. Many 
professional organizations, educators, state governments, and others have recognized the 
value added to student success when there is a lower student to teacher ratio, as can be seen 
through the recommendations of the National Council of English Teachers and the American 
Mathematical Association for Two-Year Colleges, the review of the literature in Basic Skills as 
a Foundation for Student Success in California Community Colleges (2007), and several studies in 
the United States and abroad regarding lower class sizes in K-12.   
  
In spite of the many clear benefits of limiting class sizes to established maximums that are 
based on pedagogical factors, various influences may encourage both faculty and 
administration to increase the number of students enrolled in a course beyond their ideal 
limits.  California community colleges are funded based on student time in real or virtual 
seats in courses: the greater the enrollment, the greater the reported full-time equivalent 
students (FTES), which usually results in greater funding at the local level. Because of this 
funding method, colleges are sometimes motivated to find ways to increase the number of 
seats available in a class and subsequently fill them.  Faculty may also be tempted to enroll 
more students in a course due to the simple desire to serve and educate more students, 
especially when the number of section offerings for a high-demand course is limited due to 
lack of facilities or for economic reasons.  In both cases, enrollment productivity is enhanced 
as the ratio of students to teacher increases. 
  
Additional factors, such as physical space or other logistic and legal limitations, can influence 
the maximum number of students that should be allowed to enroll in a class. Union leaders 
and administrators may also have valid reasons for requesting adjustment of course 
enrollment maximums either upward or downward. However, these factors should not 
carry the primary weight in making decisions about learning.  Instead, decisions regarding 
how large or small a class should be must begin with considering the factors that create 
the best environment for student learning from an instructional standpoint.  In the end, 
the goal is to find the right balance between maximizing learning opportunities for 
students and assuring program and college viability.  While these two perspectives are not 
always in conflict, when they do conflict finding the right ratio should be based first on 
the pedagogical factors that facilitate student success. 
  
The Academic Senate has several resolutions, articles, and other publications reminding 
faculty, and especially curriculum committees, of the importance of establishing a reasonable 



 

enrollment limit for each section of any course approved by the curriculum committee1.  The 
Senate recommends that faculty-determined enrollment maximums for each course should 
be documented in the Course Outline of Record (COR) or other official addenda.  How 
that course enrollment maximum is set should originate with the discipline faculty 
teaching the course, it should be set based on the COR and other relevant pedagogical 
factors, and the recommendation by discipline faculty should be confirmed by the 
curriculum committee acting as the agent for the local academic senate. While faculty must 
adhere to legal mandates and address all relevant safety issues in determining maximum 
class size recommendations, pedagogical factors should remain at the forefront of 
decisions on enrollment limitations.  
 
II.  An Overview of Process  
 
The discussion involved in determining or changing class enrollment maximums should 
begin at the level of discipline faculty.  With an existing course, an issue may arise in the 
college or the curriculum committee and be referred to the specific discipline, or the 
discipline faculty themselves may be interested in seeking a change to the enrollment limit.  
For new courses, if the course proposal is initiated by the discipline or department in which it 
is to be taught, that proposal may include a suggestion for an enrollment maximum based on 
local research, recommendations from external bodies, or other data.  In either case, the 
discipline faculty will know best the pedagogical demands of the course and should be 
authorized to develop the starting point for the enrollment limit discussion. 
 
However, while the actual development of the proposed enrollment maximum may originate 
with the discipline faculty, the process by which that proposal is developed and submitted 
should be established by the local curriculum committee.  Such a process should include: 

 The creation of all necessary paperwork and forms,  

 Determination of required data or documentation to be included with the proposal, 

 Timelines for submission of changes to enrollment maximums,  

 And the further steps through which the proposal must pass after development by 
discipline faculty but before final approval, 

o including administrative review and, if necessary,  
o collaboration with the bargaining unit.  

 
The curriculum committee should also be certain to review carefully all course proposals 
from discipline faculty to ensure that all appropriate factors have been included in making 
the decision and that all relevant data have been considered and documented.  
 
If the curriculum committee is exclusively a faculty body, then the process should include 
another mechanism through which administration can take part in the discussion, such as an 
enrollment management committee.  While the primary factors in setting class enrollment 

                                                           
1 See, for example, the publication Survey of Effective Practices in Basic Skills (2003), the Rostrum article  
“Pedagogical-and Other-Approaches to Authenticate Student Identity” (December 2008), and resolution F 01 
2.04 (Class Size in Distance Education Courses).  Numerous additional resources on this topic may be found by 
searching for“class size” at asccc.org. 

http://asccc.org/node/174956


 

maximums should be rooted in pedagogy and student success, administrators must ensure 
that curriculum committees consider the economic realities faced by the college at any 
given point in time, and thus their input is vital in establishing such limits. 
 
In most community college districts, class size is considered a workload issue and is therefore 
included in the local bargaining agreement.  In such cases, once the most appropriate class 
enrollment maximum is determined through consultation between discipline faculty, the 
curriculum committee, and the administration, the curriculum committee must communicate 
the decision to the bargaining unit and ask that it be properly negotiated into the contract. 
 
III.  Roles and Guiding Principles for Discipline Faculty 
 
Processes for determining course enrollment maximums should always include significant 
input from the faculty in the discipline in which the course will be taught, as discipline 
faculty know best the demands and requirements of their own courses.  Any 
recommendations made by discipline faculty must move forward through established college 
structures, allowing for appropriate input from administrators and bargaining units and 
approval by the curriculum committee and oversight by the academic senate.  However, 
because the faculty who teach the course in question will have the most complete 
understanding of the relevant pedagogical factors involved in teaching the course the 
discipline level is perhaps the most logical starting point for a process of determining course 
limits.  

 
A. The course enrollment limit should not exceed the greatest number of students to 

whom the instructor can reasonably offer the attention necessary for their success.  
 
Effective teaching and learning take place in a class environment in which the teacher has 
time to work with individuals to assist in their learning or to monitor the work of 
students who are learning collaboratively in groups. Both of these scenarios require that 
the number of students be a manageable one. Large lecture classes at universities may be 
led by a single faculty member, but they are generally taught and monitored by a team of 
graduate students who work directly with the students in smaller groups. In the 
community college, the faculty member has no such support team and must therefore be 
able personally to give adequate attention to each student.  Students also need to receive 
timely and constructive feedback on assignments in as many ways as possible, both in 
person and in writing.  In order to give students the timely guidance and support they 
need to successfully achieve the course objectives, the teacher must dedicate focused 
effort and time to each of them so that he or she can assess the strengths and weaknesses 
of each student and provide individualized assistance in order to help the students learn 
and improve.   
 
The composition of most community college classes includes students with a wide range 
of abilities, backgrounds, interests, and goals, resulting in classes that are more 
heterogeneous than homogeneous in nature. Today’s students enter classes with a rich 
variety of cultural and educational backgrounds as well as a plethora of personal 



 

obstacles and circumstances:  severe under-preparedness, veterans, learning disabled, 
second language learners, first generation college students, different ages and ethnicities, 
students who work more than 30 hours per week, parents, minors, and more.  Some of 
these students bring unique challenges that require additional attention and time from 
faculty, and class sizes need to reflect the competing demands on the expertise and 
experience of faculty who are dedicated to student success.  When attempting to support 
the learning of many students with varying levels of preparation and motivation, a 
teacher often cannot spend enough quality time with those students confident and 
persistent enough to request help, let alone take the time and effort necessary to reach out 
to those students who need assistance but who have failed to seek it.  With increasing 
numbers of students in need of assistance regarding even the most basic skills necessary 
to succeed in collegiate work, colleges must wrestle with the reality of giving more 
students access to a teacher while ensuring the quality of that access. Excessively large 
class sizes can stretch faculty resources and time, causing many faculty to rely on 
abbreviated means of grading and spending fewer minutes per assignment per student 
than is effective or desirable, resulting in a less than favorable learning experience for the 
students.   
 

B. The number of students in the class should be appropriate to the method of 
presentation used in the class (Lecture, lab, online, etc.). 

 
The manner or medium through which a class is presented should be considered when 
establishing the class enrollment maximum.  This consideration might take many forms in 
various contexts:  legitimate factors in determining the appropriate class size include not 
only the class format and instructional techniques but also issues such as the expectations 
placed on the students and the environment in which the instruction takes place. 
  
Lecture courses are designed with the expectation that 2/3 of the learning time is spent 
self-learning outside of class, with the remaining 1/3 spent on instructor to student 
interaction time in class. For lab classes, this ratio is generally at least reversed and often 
all of the learning is expected to take place in the time allotted for contact between the 
instructor and the students.  The different proportion of in-class time for a lab course 
creates different demands and expectations for an instructor:  the entirety of lab time 
typically involves direct, individualized student contact, and therefore enrollment 
numbers must allow the instructor sufficient opportunity to give each student the 
attention assumed within this course format.  Furthermore, although the students are not 
expected to spend time completing work outside of class, faculty may still spend 
significant additional time evaluating the work done during the class period.  Lab courses 
often also require students to work with substances or equipment that can present 
dangers if it is not used properly, thus necessitating a higher level of direct faculty 
supervision in such environments.  Discipline faculty must determine the most reasonable 
number of students an instructor will be able to serve according to the demands of the 
course, whether through in-person contact or evaluation outside of class. 
   



 

Many Career Technical Education, physical activity, and performance courses carry 
demands similar to those of lab courses. In these types of classes, students need time on 
task to develop a given skill, and filling the class with too many students impedes the 
ability for students to gain that time on task under necessary guidance. Some areas, such 
as laboratories, the swimming pool, ballet barre, or culinary arts classrooms, have a 
limited number of student spaces for successful completion of coursework.  As with lab 
environments, some CTE courses require students to work with equipment or machinery 
that can present serious safety hazards if misused. Classes involving physical activity 
such as dance and athletics likewise require a greater level of supervision for safety 
reasons, as faculty must assure that students are performing the activities in a safe 
manner at all times and must be immediately available should any accident occur.  Any 
time more students are added to such classes, the level of supervision and available time 
for instruction of any one student is reduced in an activity, lab, or CTE course.    
  
Certain course formats may also raise most serious issues in terms of classroom 
management.  In activity classes involving physical contact among students, disruptions 
or conflicts among the students may be more likely to arise.  Courses involving the use of 
potentially dangerous materials or equipment may also present additional risks should 
disruptions arise.  The larger the class is, the less able the instructor may be to remain 
aware of potential conflicts and to anticipate and manage such disruptions.  Faculty do a 
disservice to students, their college, and their community when they over-enroll classes 
that involve such risk factors.  
  
Distance education courses present a unique set of issues in terms of determining 
appropriate class sizes. When online delivery was first adopted, many faculty and 
administrators thought it would be the ultimate solution to enhancing productivity 
because in absence of any physical space limitations, class sizes could theoretically be 
almost unlimited. As faculty have gained more experience with online teaching, and as 
they are required to maintain regular effective contact with each and every student, they 
have come to realize that a significant negative correlation seems to exist between 
increased class size and student learning. Certainly considerable evidence suggests that 
just like in face-to-face classes, student success in online classes is greatly dependent on 
regular, effective interaction between students and teachers as required in Title 5 §55208.  
  
Methods of instruction, evaluation, and interaction can differ widely among distance 
education courses just as they can in face-to-face courses. Discipline faculty often 
determine that rigorous written student assignments each week are pedagogically 
appropriate, or they may choose to require frequent and substantive participation in 
discussion forums. These activities may serve as methods not only to foster student 
engagement but also as a means of formative assessment, and they typically demand 
substantial time and effort on the part of the instructor, in part because the distance 
education modality can require greater amounts of one on one interaction to ensure 
regular effective contact is maintained. For example, in face-to-face classes simple facial 
expressions or body language can tell the instructor much about how the learning is 
progressing for the students.  In the online environment, such non-verbal cues are 



 

generally absent, and assessing student comprehension through written communications 
can require more time of both the students and the instructor, particularly when the 
students are inexperienced with the distance education modality. The teacher-student 
contact must be effective in order to achieve the course goals, so the instructor may have 
to do more to ensure that it is effective for each student. This particular aspect of distance 
learning would validate the need for a lower student to teacher ratio. Conversely, faculty 
in another discipline may determine that less frequent written work or lesser levels of 
discussion participation are necessary while still maintaining student learning and 
engagement, and as a result these faculty members may believe they can reasonably 
accept more students in the course and still successfully help students meet the learning 
outcomes.  Given all of these variables, discipline faculty should collaborate to determine 
the most appropriate methods of instruction, evaluation, and interaction and document 
these methods in the official course outline of record. Such factors should be taken into 
careful consideration when setting an enrollment maximum. 
 

C. The number of students enrolled in the class should be conducive to the use of a 
variety of effective grading processes (take-home writing assignments, essay exams, 
scantrons, presentations, etc.) 

 
Different classes are not only conducted differently but also feature a variety of types of 
assignments that are deemed appropriate or necessary to meet the learning objectives of 
the course.  A number of factors involving the specific assignments for a class can impact 
the workload for the instructor and therefore the amount of attention that can be given to 
each student.    
  
Written assignments, if evaluated carefully and in detail, can require a significant amount 
of time and effort on the part of the faculty members.  Reading and providing thoughtful 
feedback on student writing may present an unreasonable challenge if a class is too large 
or has been overenrolled.  A course with longer, more numerous, and more complex 
written assignments, both in and out of class, may appropriately be assigned a lower 
enrollment maximum in order that students may receive sufficient guidance from the 
instructor.  Such expectations must of course be consistent across all sections of the course 
and should be specified in the Course Outline of Record. 
  
In addition to the time and effort involved in evaluating student work, faculty must also 
be certain that the work is authentic and original. Academic honesty may therefore be 
another relevant aspect of determining appropriate class sizes. To best facilitate academic 
honesty, the teacher must have a manageable class size.  Even the most diligent, attentive 
teachers have a challenge in monitoring students during an exam when an excessive 
number of individuals must share the instructional space, particularly if the space is as 
complex as many lab environments or as expansive as large lecture halls. In order to 
address potential problems with cheating and plagiarism, class caps must be set in a way 
that gives the teacher the ability to successfully monitor student work and testing 
situations. 
 



 

The types of assignments required during class time may also be a factor to consider in 
establishing enrollment caps.  If a significant portion of the class involves individual 
students performing for the class as a whole, then a greater number of students enrolled 
will inhibit the students’ ability to complete the expectations of the course and to 
effectively demonstrate their progress.  For example, presentations such as those in a 
public speaking course require that individual time be provided for each student to 
perform.  If the class is too large, students will not have sufficient opportunities to 
practice their skills and achieve the course outcomes, nor will the instructor have enough 
opportunities to authentically evaluate the students’ work.  In-class time management of 
the course may therefore be tied directly to course size in some cases and may impact the 
effectiveness of the instruction.  

 
D. Decisions on the setting of class enrollment maximums should, wherever possible, be 

supported by current and reliable data, both locally produced and from external 
statewide and national organizations. 

 
While theoretical or idealistic reasons for setting course enrollment maximums will 
resonate well with faculty from an altruistic perspective, decisions based on more 
objective, yet clearly pedagogical, factors in identifying the appropriate enrollment limit 
will be more defensible and will help colleges to ensure that they remain productive and 
fiscally responsible while still ensuring student success.  
  
Standards published by national organizations have helped faculty in the basic skills 
disciplines of mathematics and English to contractually establish appropriate course 
maximums.  The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) recommends a class 
size of 20 for collegiate English courses and 15 for basic skills courses (NCTE, 1999).  The 
American Mathematics Association of Two Year Colleges (AMATYC) recommends a ratio 
of 30 students for one teacher (American Mathematical Association of Two-Year Colleges, 
1993).  While few community colleges have enrollment limits set this low, discipline 
faculty may be able to reference these recommendations to achieve a manageable ratio for 
maximized learning.   
  
Many CTE courses and programs, such as nursing, have external demands from separate 
accreditations or advisory boards that must inform their course sizes.  While compliance 
with accrediting and licensure requirements may ultimately be a responsibility of the 
curriculum committee and the administration, discipline faculty should also be conscious 
of such requirements and may need to help inform the curriculum committee of the 
limitations placed on their specific disciplines by external organizations.  Discipline 
faculty may also need to communicate with the bargaining unit so that appropriate course 
enrollment maximums can be negotiated and included in the contract if such contract 
language is deemed necessary in light of the requirements posed by external bodies. 
  
Faculty should also consider locally compiled data in determining appropriate class sizes.  
For example, local data on student success and student learning outcomes assessment 
may be useful in determining which classes require more individualized attention for 



 

students in order to help them succeed.  College researchers may be able to help 
discipline faculty analyze various types of data on which decisions regarding enrollment 
caps can be based. 
 

IV.  Roles and Guiding Principles for Curriculum Committees 
 

Once discipline faculty have determined their recommendations regarding the appropriate 
enrollment limits for their courses, those recommendations should be forwarded to the local 
Curriculum Committee.  The Curriculum Committee’s role as an institution-wide 
representative body is to take a broader, more process-oriented view of the issue, ensuring 
that all relevant factors have been considered and that the needs of the institution as a whole 
are being met in ways that ensure academic quality and that are both fair and efficient. 

 
A. Curriculum Committees must ensure that discipline faculty have appropriately 

considered all relevant factors in establishing the class enrollment maximum. 
 

The Curriculum Committee should review the discussions and conclusions of the 
discipline faculty to ensure that all relevant factors and issues have been considered.  
Those factors may include the method of course delivery, methods of evaluation, and 
others outlined in the principles set forth for discipline faculty in section two of this 
paper.  Discipline faculty should be afforded the opportunity to explain or defend their 
conclusions, and the Curriculum Committee must make certain that the discussion by the 
discipline faculty has been comprehensive and conscientious.   

 
B. Curriculum Committees should review the data upon which the recommendations of 

discipline faculty are based to ensure that the data are appropriate and have been given 
proper consideration.  

 
In evaluating the recommendations of the discipline faculty, Curriculum Committees 
should review the data upon which those recommendations are based.  College research 
staff may assist the committee in analyzing the data to ensure that it has been interpreted 
thoughtfully and accurately.  This process should not imply that the expertise of the 
discipline faculty is being second-guessed by the Curriculum Committee in terms of the 
faculty’s pedagogical approach or assessment of student needs within the discipline.  
Rather, the committee is performing a quality check to ensure that the discipline faculty 
have considered the data purposefully and effectively and used it to support the 
conclusions they have reached. 
 

C. Special population classes (such as those for honors programs) may have valid claims 
to smaller class sizes. 

 
Some courses in the curriculum of every college are designed for specific populations, and 
in some cases the design and demands of such courses may justify a lower enrollment 
cap.  In honors program courses, for example, a part of the higher-level student 
experience is based on the assumption that there will be more extensive interaction with 



 

both the instructor and the other students, more opportunities for participation and in 
some cases more writing or other coursework that must be evaluated by the instructor; for 
these reasons, a smaller class size may be necessary to allow for this enhanced interaction 
and instruction. Similar justifications regarding a need for greater student interaction and 
attention may exist for various other special population classes.  

 
D. Determinations of enrollment maximums for different disciplines and courses should 

be rooted in balanced and fair considerations of workload for different disciplines, 
including factors such methods of evaluation (essays vs. tests), delivery methods 
(lecture vs. lab), etc. 

 
Like discipline faculty, Curriculum Committees should consider numerous factors in 
determining appropriate enrollment maximums, including method of delivery, methods 
of evaluation, and others.  However, the Curriculum Committee must also look at the 
broader picture and consider the impact of its decisions on the overall curriculum of the 
college.  Class sizes impact the workload of faculty and staff, and thus if some disciplines 
seem to be granted smaller classes without clear justification, conflicts may arise among 
faculty members.  For this reason as well as for the good of the students, a balance of all 
relevant factors and a commitment to fairness are essential components of Curriculum 
Committee decisions regarding class enrollment limits. 
  
In order to maintain a sense of balance and fairness, the Curriculum Committee should 
establish a well-defined set of parameters or criteria for determining when student needs 
justify a smaller class size.  Such criteria may involve many of the issues raised in this 
paper as well as factors based on local needs and culture.  Appendix A of this paper offers 
an example of the sort of checklist that might be used, but this checklist is offered simply 
as a suggested model, and each curriculum committee may wish to design its own 
process and criteria.  Once the process and the parameters have been established, the 
Curriculum Committee can then evaluate all requests for lower enrollment maximums 
according to that established standard, thus allowing the committee to justify its decisions 
in clearly defined terms. 
  
Distance education is a specific area that sometimes raises an issue of perceived inequity 
among faculty. Since the same course outline of record applies regardless of whether the 
course is delivered online or face-to-face, many faculty assert that class size should remain 
the same no matter what delivery method is used.  In contrast, other faculty contend that 
the different obligations and time demands involved in distance education merit special 
consideration in terms of class size.  Add to this the fact that some administrators and 
even some faculty have seen the absence of physical space limitations in online courses as 
an avenue to accommodate more students, and the issues regarding distance education 
can become particularly controversial.  Faculty and administrators must therefore come to 
an agreement regarding whether or not online courses will have different caps than those 
for face-to-face courses and must develop documented policy congruent with this 
agreement. 

 



 

E. While pedagogical factors and student success should be the basis for establishing 
class caps, student safety and compliance with legal codes must always be ensured. 
 
Although the first issues raised in most discussions of class size will involve the integrity 
of the instruction and student success, Curriculum Committees must also observe the 
twin considerations of complying with all legal codes and mandates and guaranteeing the 
safety of the students in their learning environment.  Indeed, these concerns often go 
together:  a college must observe fire codes and avoid overfilling rooms for legal reasons, 
but the intent behind the code is to ensure safety in the learning environment.  While 
discipline faculty should consider these factors in making the initial recommendation 
regarding the course enrollment maximum, the Curriculum Committee’s broader 
oversight role requires that it review the discipline faculty’s determination to ensure that 
all legal and safety requirements have been met. 
  
Monitoring and including legal and safety factors should be an ongoing process. 
Advisory groups may modify requirements, and facilities may be built or redesigned.  For 
these reasons, each time the COR is reviewed, the course maximum should also be 
reviewed in order to ensure all necessary compliance and safety issues are addressed 
while still and maintaining the best possible environment for student learning.    

 
F. Course enrollment maximums should be published in the Course Outline of Record or 

in some other official location which faculty can monitor. 
 
Once course enrollment maximums are established, they should be published in a way 
that makes them accessible to all relevant parties and able to be monitored by the 
Curriculum Committee.  The Course Outline of Record is perhaps the most logical 
location for such publication, as the COR and the instructional and evaluative methods 
listed therein should be the primary basis for establishing the enrollment cap.  However, 
some local Curriculum Committees may decide on a different location for publishing the 
course enrollment maximums, and this is certainly a local prerogative.  What matters is 
that the information is collected and preserved in a location and manner that is accessible 
to all and that cannot be altered without the Curriculum Committee’s knowledge and 
approval. 
 

V.  Roles and Guiding Principles for Academic Senates 
 

The academic senate has primary responsibility for making recommendations regarding 
curricular matters under both Education Code and Title 5.  Academic senates delegate 
varying degrees of responsibility for curricular decisions to their local Curriculum 
Committees, but in no case does the senate relinquish its responsibility to ensure both the 
integrity of curricular processes and respect for decisions that are made through such 
processes. 
 



 

A. As the primary oversight body for curricular decisions and recommendations, the 
academic senate should ensure that clear and logical processes for the setting of course 
enrollment maximums are established. 

 
California Education Code Section 70902 (B) (7) grants to academic senates the “primary 
responsibility for making recommendations in the area of curriculum and academic 
standards.”  Because class size can clearly impact instruction, course enrollment 
maximums are a curricular and academic matter and thus fall under the purview of the 
academic senate.   
  
However, most academic senates delegate the a large portion of their curricular authority 
to the Curriculum Committee, which is defined in Title 5 section 55002 (a) (1) as a body 
“established by the mutual agreement of the college and/or district administration and 
the academic senate.  The committee shall be either a committee of the academic senate or 
a committee that includes faculty and is otherwise comprised in a way that is mutually 
agreeable to the college and/or district administration and the academic senate.”  Because 
the Curriculum Committee is either a sub-committee of the academic senate or a 
committee with a composition to which the senate has agreed, the senate does not 
abdicate its responsibility or authority for curriculum by delegating to such a body.  Both 
Education Code and Title 5 section 53200 grant responsibility for curricular 
recommendations to academic senates, and thus the senate can maintain an oversight role 
even in those areas for which it delegates the authority to make decisions and 
recommendations to the Curriculum Committee. 
  
In regard to setting course enrollment limits, most academic senates will wish to delegate 
the authority for specific decisions on individual courses to the Curriculum Committee.  
In such cases, the academic senate’s role is one of oversight:  the senate should ensure that 
the Curriculum Committee develops clear, reasonable processes for decisions regarding 
class enrollment limits and that those are outlined in written form.  As the primary body 
that consults with the college administration and, as necessary, with the faculty 
bargaining unit, the academic senate should also ensure that the processes and criteria 
developed by the Curriculum Committee are published in college policy or in other 
appropriate documents in order to ensure that they will be preserved and officially 
recognized.   
 
Finally, the academic senate may wish to create a process through which it serves as an 
appeals body for Curriculum Committee decisions and helps to resolve issues when 
discipline or program faculty are displeased with determinations regarding enrollment 
limits.  While the senate has the authority to resolve such disputes, the degree to and 
manner in which it exercises this authority is a matter of local process and culture and of 
the local relationship between the academic senate and the Curriculum Committee. 

 
B. Once processes and policies for setting class enrollment maximums are established, the 

academic senate is responsible for ensuring that these policies and processes are 
respected. 



 

 
As the oversight body for curricular decisions, the academic senate should ensure that the 
policies and processes developed by the Curriculum Committee for setting course 
enrollment maximums are properly observed and respected.  This oversight role may be 
applied in many ways.  The senate may need to work with the college administration to 
be certain that enrollment maximums are being set according to policy and are not being 
exceeded.  However, in some cases the senate may also need to remind the Curriculum 
Committee itself of the need to follow established processes and to apply policies and 
criteria fairly.  In addition, if class sizes are in any way a contractual matter, the senate 
will need to work with the faculty bargaining unit to ensure that the contract and the 
curriculum policies are consistent and are properly observed.  In all of these cases, the 
senate need not involve itself in determining the proper class size for any individual 
course, but rather should work to ensure that the work of the curriculum committee and 
all other groups involved in making such determinations is conducted conscientiously 
and according to local processes and is then respected in all applicable situations. 

 
 

VI.  Roles and Guiding Principles for Bargaining Units 
 

In many districts, course enrollment maximums are included in the collective bargaining 
agreement.  Such an inclusion is logical, as class size certainly does impact faculty working 
conditions.  In such cases, bargaining units should work with the Curriculum Committee and 
the academic senate to ensure that the primary consideration in determinations of enrollment 
maximums is the integrity of the instructional program.   

 
A. Bargaining units should rely on input from the curriculum process and the academic 

senate to bargain course enrollment limits that are pedagogically sound. 
 
The faculty bargaining agent may negotiate an enrollment maximum after receiving input 
and direction from discipline faculty and the curriculum committee.  Once the discipline 
faculty and the Curriculum Committee have determined the appropriate class size, 
inclusion of the enrollment limits in contract language can offer faculty additional 
protection from over-enrolled classes.  However, the determination of the appropriate 
enrollment limit should come first; the bargaining unit’s role, while important, begins 
after the decision on class size has been reached based on pedagogical and safety factors. 
 
Academic senates may also want to ask bargaining units to clarify within the contract 
the process for setting course enrollment maximums and the role of the Curriculum 
Committee.  Such a practice might help to ensure that the enrollment maximums set by 
the Curriculum Committee are respected.  However, some academic senates may feel that 
outlining the process in college policy is sufficient and even preferable, depending on 
how the respective roles of the academic senate and the bargaining unit are seen within 
the specific district.  The decision to define these roles and processes in contract language 
is a matter of local preference. 

 



 

B. Once class enrollment maximums are determined for curricular reasons, bargaining 
units should then ensure that faculty are properly compensated for their workloads. 

 
The bargaining agent, always mindful of faculty workload, may have an algorithm or 
means of equating faculty workloads because of lecture or laboratory designations.  
Faculty in some disciplines where there are more laboratory courses teach more courses 
or sections in order to make a full time load.  If these courses are also the ones that 
typically have large enrollment maximums, then this group of faculty is challenged to 
manage more students and the academic and behavioral issues that go with the larger 
number of students than their colleagues.  While discipline faculty and curriculum 
committees must base the recommendations for the class size on the COR and how the 
course is taught, the bargaining agent can assist with other reasons for setting a course 
maximum that is reasonably equitable across disciplines. 
  
In addition, many faculty believe that their workload increases dramatically in an online 
environment because significant amounts of time may be needed to correctly apply the 
appropriate technology and develop new approaches to presenting content and assessing 
student learning in a fully online environment.  Bargaining units should work with their 
local Curriculum Committees to determine the relationship between online and in-person 
workload and set clear criteria for any differences or allowances that they determine to be 
appropriate. 

 
C. Contract language should both protect faculty rights and instructional quality 

regarding enrollment maximums and ensure that faculty act responsibly in observing 
those limits. 

 
Including established enrollment maximums in the local bargaining agreement can 
help to ensure that those maximums are respected.  Without proper protections, part-
time and even tenure-track faculty may sometimes feel pressured to exceed class size 
limits in order to help the college reach enrollment targets. Whether this pressure is truly 
present or simply exists in the perception of faculty members who have less job security 
and are therefore eager to please, it can threaten instructional quality and student success 
by leading instructors to overenroll classes.  If the course enrollment maximums are 
clearly defined through the faculty contract, this information can help faculty to feel 
more secure in respecting the established class size limits. 
 
Contract language is useful not only to protect faculty rights, but also to set appropriate 
standards according to which faculty perform their duties.  In the area of course 
enrollment maximums, bargaining units can help to establish not only the limits to be 
applied to individual courses or types of courses, but also the process and degree to 
which faculty are allowed to grant exceptions to these limits.  Clear guidelines regarding 
the faculty’s right to exceed class enrollment maximums on an individual basis and the 
point at which overenrollment of courses may become inappropriate can both protect 
faculty from pressure to accept too many students and also ensure that faculty are acting 



 

responsibly in respecting class enrollment limits that have been established for 
pedagogical reasons and the benefit of the students. 
  
Bargaining agents sometimes negotiate incentives for faculty to enroll a number of 
students over the course maximum; for example, a faculty member may receive 
additional pay for enrolling a course to 150% of capacity.  Such practices should be 
considered very carefully before being included in the contract, as they can provoke 
conflict among faculty by allowing individual faculty members to make decisions about 
the number of students they are willing to have in class as compared to a colleague 
teaching the same course.  In addition, if the course enrollment maximum is determined 
based on sound pedagogical factors, then overenrolling the course contradicts the 
reasoning through which the cap was originally set and is likely to negatively impact 
instruction.  For these reasons, the practice of including contractual incentives for 
enrolling students beyond the established course maximum should at best be limited 
and exercised with great caution and according to strict guidelines.  Bargaining agents 
should work with the local academic senate to ensure that all contract language regarding 
class enrollment maximums and exceptions to them protect both the interests of faculty 
and the integrity of the college curriculum. 

 
VII.  Roles and Guiding Principles for Administration 

 
Administrators have much to contribute to the discussion of class enrollment maximums.  
Concerns about efficiency and optimal use of facilities will be part of the conversation, but 
the administration has a specific role in monitoring and enforcing class minimums and 
maximums.  Administrators have a difficult but important job in assisting with establishing 
and enforcing class maximums, and for faculty, working with administrators rather than 
against them will benefit students and teachers. 

 
A. Administration must work within the process for establishing course enrollment 

maximums to ensure the fiscal viability of all courses while still ensuring that 
academic quality is not diminished. 
 
Because community colleges in California are funded based on enrollment, class sizes 
have a direct relationship to the economic health of the institution.  While the primary 
basis for determining course enrollment maximums should involve pedagogical factors 
and instructional excellence, administrators must ensure that budgetary realities are also 
considered.  By working along with faculty, through either the Curriculum Committee or 
other appropriate college bodies, administrators can help to balance economic necessities 
with academic quality in order to ensure student success without compromising the 
institution’s fiscal well-being. 
  

B. Administration must work with discipline faculty and Curriculum Committees to 
ensure that any necessary spatial or physical accommodations for a course are observed 
when scheduling and that all safety factors and legal codes relevant to establishing 
course enrollment maximums are properly considered. 



 

 
Administrators have a responsibility to understand the core elements of the course 
outline of record for the classes they schedule and assign to faculty.  Specifically, they 
need to work closely with the Curriculum Committee and discipline faculty to fully 
understand methods of presentation and evaluation as listed in the COR in order that 
they may properly determine the best spatial or physical environment for the class.  For 
example, the size of classrooms can have an impact on student learning.  Placing a small 
class in a large room can compromise the learning environment, while over-filling a small 
space with students can also negatively affect the experience that students have in the 
class.  Many laboratories, whether for science courses or CTE programs, and physical 
activity areas such as pools or dance studios have a limited number of student spaces for 
successful completion of coursework.  These physical limitations should be considered 
both when determining an enrollment maximum for a course and when assigning the 
course to a classroom after the maximum has been established.  In many cases 
administrators make actual classroom assignments, and they may therefore have 
knowledge in the area of facilities use that can help to inform the discussion of enrollment 
limits.  Dialogue between faculty and administrators is therefore necessary to analyze the 
interaction of instructional needs with the options or limitations of facilities in order to 
optimize available resources and allow for the most effective student learning. 
 
In multi-college districts that have common curriculum, the logistics of class assignments 
and enrollment management can be especially difficult.  If the facilities at the various 
colleges are different, then these differences should be considered in order to ensure that 
the district does not establish enrollment maximums that one or more colleges cannot 
accommodate.  While enrollment limits should never be determined primarily based on 
the size of the classroom, the instructional space in which the instruction is offered can 
create logical limitations on the number of students who should be admitted to the 
course.  Administrators are in the best position to know or investigate differences in 
facilities among institutions and to help ensure that established enrollment maximums are 
suitable for all colleges to which they apply. 
  
All parties involved in setting course enrollment maximums must consider safety 
concerns and legal codes throughout the process.  However, because administrators have 
a heightened responsibility to protect both the students from harm and the college from 
legal action, they must be especially diligent in ensuring compliance with all established 
codes and procedures. Administrators may have additional expertise or knowledge in 
such matters that should be considered by faculty in determining appropriate class sizes. 
As with the consideration of physical and scheduling realities, faculty and administration 
must engage in dialogue to ensure both legal compliance and student safety in all areas. 

 
C. Administrators at all levels must make certain that all properly established class 

enrollment maximums are understood by all interested parties and respected by both 
administration and faculty. 

  



 

Once appropriate course enrollment maximums are established by discipline faculty and 
the Curriculum Committee and, where appropriate, added to contract language, 
administrators must enforce the class maximums in those courses.  Whether the 
maximum was set because of the fire code, the nature of the course, or other pedagogical 
factors, administrators must be able to explain the limitations to board members or 
members of the community if questions regarding enrollment limits arise.  
Administrators must also explain the enrollment maximums to other faculty members 
and students who may question or not understand the rationale behind any limitations.   
Such explanations require administrators to be familiar with the COR for the course in 
question and the process and reasoning through which the maximum was established.  
  
However, the administrative responsibility to ensure respect for enrollment limits goes 
beyond mere explanation; administration must also ensure that the established course 
maximums are properly adhered to.  Such adherence means that administrators 
themselves must respect the enrollment limits and not allow classes to overenroll, but it 
also means that faculty who wish to excessively over-enroll for their individual classes 
should be reminded of the limits and held to reasonable standards.  Administrators must 
therefore be very familiar with both college policy regarding enrollment maximums and 
any contract language regarding faculty discretion in this area in order to make certain 
that class sizes remain at appropriate levels in terms of both pedagogy and safety. 

 
VIII.  Conclusions  

 
Many factors may contribute to the determination of an appropriate enrollment maximum 
for any given course. Relevant considerations in making such a decision include the teacher-
student and student-student relationships in the class, the number and length of papers and 
other written work to grade, the amount of individual time that should be given to each 
student’s work, the types of assignments, the expectation for students to regularly participate 
in class discussions, and other factors in how the class is taught.  The primary reason, 
however, for setting any limitation on class size is to enhance the learning environment 
and experience for students.  Administrations must ask for a reasonable class maximum so 
as to allow the college to be fiscally responsible.  Bargaining units may have negotiated 
course maximums which are in the contract and the degree of freedom allowed to individual 
faculty in making exceptions to those maximums.  Facilities and physical space available also 
contribute to decisions about the number of students to allow enrollment into a specific 
instance of a class. Distance education courses may place additional demands on faculty and 
therefore may require separate consideration regarding class size when courses are 
submitted to the curriculum committee.  Each aspect of the course design and delivery plays 
a critical role in appropriately setting course maximums.  Discipline faculty, curriculum 
committees, academic senates, bargaining units, and administration all have roles to play in 
determining and enforcing course enrollment maximums, and all must work together 
according to clearly established processes in order to ensure that the primary factor in all 
decisions about enrollment limits is the attainment of student success in the course. 
 



 

References 

Academic Senate for California Community Colleges.  (2003).  A Survey of Effective Practices in 

Basic Skills. Retrieved from http://asccc.org/sites/default/files/ BasicSkillsEffective.pdf. 

Academic Senate for California Community Colleges. (1995). Curriculum Committee Review of 

Distance Learning Courses and Sections. Retrieved from http://asccc.org/sites/ default/f iles/ 

DLReview.pdf. 

American Mathematical Association of Two-Year Colleges (1993). Guidelines for Mathematics 

Departments at Two-Year Colleges. American Mathematical Association of Two-Year 

Colleges:  Opening Doors Through Mathematics. Retrieved from http://www.amatyc.org/ 

documents/Guidelines-Position/GuidelinesforMathDept.htm. 

Maitland, Christine, Gary Rhoades, and Mark F. Smith (2009). Unions and Senates: Governance and 

Distance Education.  The NEA 2009 Almanac of Higher Education 75-84.  Retrieved from 

http://www.nea.org/assets/img/PubAlmanac/ALM_09_07.pdf. 

National Council of Teachers of English.  (1999). More than a Number:  Why Class Size Matters.  

NCTE:  National Council of Teachers of English. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncte.org/positions/statements/whyclasssizematters. 

Pilati, Michelle. (2008)  Pedagogical—and Other—Approaches to Authenticate Student Identity.  

Senate Rostrum Dec. 2008, 25-26. Retrieved from http://asccc.org/sites/default/files/ 

Rostrum/Rostrum_Dec08.pdf. 

 

http://asccc.org/sites/

